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Who are CIHM?

The Centre for Innovation in Health Management (CIHM) is a centre within the
Business School at the University of Leeds. The School’s strength in health and
public service leadership, organisational development and change is driven by
the CIHM as an impact arm of the School.

At CIHM we are passionate about improving public services and also about
leadership and systems. Our activities include applied research, medical leadership
development, board development, culture change programmes, leadership
development of top leaders in the public sector and in particular the NHS.

CIHM is a not for profit organisation, with a membership of 700 health leaders
(community leaders, doctors, third sector, mainstream NHS) in the UK and 100
International health leaders. Our fees support our work in and for the NHS and
wider public services.

This report has been led by CIHM working with colleagues in the University’s
Inter-Disciplinary Ethics Applied Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning
(IDEA CETL). The IDEA CETL carries out teaching and research in applied ethics,
and offers training and consultancy to professionals, businesses and public
bodies. The Centre exists to help students, professionals and employees to
identify, analyse and respond to the ethical issues they encounter in their
disciplines and their working lives.



Executive summary

This report identifies, and seeks to begin to address, a need for greater attention to be paid
to ethical decision-making in NHS trusts. The NHS is a huge organisation, whose complex
structure, coupled with the profound impact of its activities on the lives of its patients, means
that decisions made by managers and others are unusually demanding and ethically loaded.

Attempts have been made at various levels to identify

sets of values and principles which can guide decisions.
However, an emphasis on the practical process by which
decisions are made, both in terms of their content and the
organisational factors that impinge on them, is a relatively
new idea which has the potential to drive effectiveness in
ethical decision-making. This report focuses on decisions
made by senior managers particularly.

One aim of this report is to recommend a move from
identifying a value set towards implementing those values

in practice. In reality, the only way to come to a better
understanding of our values — professional, organisational

or individual - is to allow those values to emerge through
their influence on decision-making, and the only practical
purpose of coming to such an understanding is to enable us
to make better decisions. In addition, we suggest that NHS
managers need to become more aware of the role of values
in decision-making. This awareness has three key aspects:

m Understanding that, while accurate data is extremely
important, decisions can rarely, if ever, be taken
effectively on the basis of data alone.

m Paying attention to the interplay between data and values
in a decision, and the way each informs the other.

m Striving to understand, interpret and apply values
through discussion with other decision-makers.

Improving ethical decision-making

The researchers carried out a series of semi-structured,
one-to-one interviews with managers in a set of NHS
trusts. Interviews focused on four specific decision-types:

m Addressing health inequalities by PCTs.
m Discontinuing or decommissioning a particular service.

m Deciding what information to include in (and what to
leave out of) Quality Accounts.

m Covering staff shortages in hospitals.

Analysis of these interviews revealed a number of aspects
of the decision-making process which, if given proper
attention, have the potential to improve effectiveness in
ethical decision-making. These are gathered together in

a “checklist for ethical decision-making”, reflecting what

we see as current best practice for senior management
decision-making in the NHS. This checklist is intended as
a reference tool to provide structure to meetings at which
decisions with ethical dimensions are taken, to channel
discussion in productive directions, and to ensure that
solutions are arrived at in a manner which is as informed
and as fully justified as possible.

The table below shows the ten items in our checklist
for ethical decision-making. These are discussed in

detail in Chapter 2, and demonstrated through case
studies in Chapter 3.

Decision-making content

1. Have you agreed on the aims of the decision?

2. Do you understand the separate roles of values and
data in your decision?

3. Have you considered and defined the key value
terms involved in the decision?

4. Do you have access to the relevant data, and are
you interpreting it correctly?

5. Have you fully considered your roles and
responsibilities?

Organisational context

6. Are you spending enough time on this decision,
proportionate to its impact and difficulty?

7. Are you involving enough people, and the right
people, in the decision?

8. Has consultation been genuine, and clear and
honest in terms of its role and the expectations of
those consulted?

9. Is the process set up in a way that is genuinely
conducive to challenge and debate?

10. Have you fully considered the relevant guidance,
regulations and legislation?

Delivery

11. Have you set up systems/measures to show that you
have delivered and not simply implemented?
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Evidence from the interviews

We examined interviewees’ use of two sets of value
terms primarily:

m Equity, equality, justice.

m Openness, honesty, transparency.

We found some variation in the degree to which trusts
have thought through how to interpret equity, equality
and justice. In general, when asked to define the

terms, interviewees were able to make an attempt, at
least understanding that equity differs from equality,

and sometimes that equity takes account of relevant
facts about the people concerned, or is concerned

with outcomes. However, there was also considerable
confusion about the meaning of terms and differences of
interpretation within and between trusts.

We found that the most common model underlying
interviewees’ discussion of equity was the ‘use-per-need
view’, according to which distribution of resources should
reflect the need for care. We found a number of attempts
to apply this in practice, particularly by understanding the
needs of particular social and ethnic groups and targeting
resources accordingly.

We also looked at distinctions among openness, honesty
and transparency. Openness and transparency go
further than honesty: as well as not deceiving, the duty
to be open and transparent requires a thoroughgoing
willingness to reveal facts about oneself if they would
have implications for others, even when those others
may be unaware of the implications. Interviewees were
generally aware of these distinctions, however we found
evidence that decisions are not always taken in a way
which optimally serves openness and honesty.

We also examined interviewees’ understanding of their
responsibility to the public interest, the distinction
between legal/contractual responsibilities and the
relationship between individual and organisational
responsibilities. We found that, in particular, the
responsibility to the public interest provides a useful lens
through which to view decisions which affect the public.

As well as the content of decisions, we also looked

at aspects of the organisational context that bear on
decisions, and affect how those decisions are made and
implemented. We found that five aspects of organisational
context have a particular bearing on decisions. These are:

m Clarity and openness, allowing a variety of viewpoints
to be put across openly and without fear of reprisal.

m Representation of stakeholder groups among
decision-makers.

m The willingness to listen to, and to actively seek,
challenge to the prevailing view.

m The willingness to devote time to a decision,
proportionate to its complexity and impact.

m Consultation which is justified, genuine and honest.

Conclusions

In this report, we have tried to set out some simple,
practical advice that can help NHS organisations to make
better, more effective ethical decisions. However, this is
only a first step in this process. The challenge for trusts
is to spend time working with this advice, considering
what are the key ethical concerns that drive their own
decisions, and practising applying them in real decisions.
Doing this not only improves the way those particular
decisions are taken, but builds awareness and ethical
reasoning skills, so that ethical considerations become
easier to recognise, analyse and address effectively. We
also believe there is a need for further attention to be
paid to the very many ethical decisions which take place
outside of senior management.
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1. Introduction

The National Health Service is the largest, and certainly one of the most structurally
complex, employing organisation in the UK. Taking in hundreds of hospitals, primary care
organisations and management units, its structure is difficult to grasp fully for those who do
not work for it, and the fact that that structure has been subject to repeated change since
the NHS’s inception in 1948, complicates matters further. As a public health service, the
NHS is an object of pride, frustration, and great and sometimes contradictory expectations

on the part of the public and the government.

Within the NHS, thousands of decisions are made

every day, by everyone from its senior management to
individual doctors, nurses and other employees. Each
decision is taken by an individual or group of individuals
with their own value set, but it is also taken in the context
of the immediate environment — the expectations of
colleagues and managers, for example — of the local
trust, and of the NHS as a whole. And because the NHS
is about the health and wellbeing of its patients first

and foremost, every decision has the potential to have
deep repercussions for the people who use its services
every day. Resource limits in the NHS mean that every
deployment has an opportunity cost: money and staff
devoted to one activity cannot be devoted to another.

All of this means that NHS decisions, inescapably, have
difficult and far-reaching ethical dimensions.

In a publicly funded organisation with social aims,
staffed and run by professionals, making financially
sound decisions is not the only imperative; there are
also social and moral values to be fulfilled. The ethical
responsibility of NHS staff extends not merely to making
and implementing decisions, but to delivery through
decision-making. NHS leaders will rightly be judged on
the real-world outcomes of their decisions — in other
words, on their effectiveness. However, the first step
towards effectiveness in implementation is effectiveness
in decision-making. In this report, which is aimed
primarily at senior managers in the NHS, we hope to offer
some practical guidance on how to recognise, analyse
and respond more effectively to ethical decisions.

1.1 The NHS Core Principles

Of course, attempts have already been made at several
levels to bring consistency to the way decisions are
made. By clarifying the aims of the organisation, the NHS
Constitution sets out the following guiding principles:

1. The NHS provides a comprehensive service, available
to all irrespective of gender, race, disability, age, sexual
orientation, religion or belief.

2. Access to NHS services is based on clinical need, not
an individual’s ability to pay.

I The NHS Constitution for England, 21 January 2009, pp3-4.
2 |bid., p3.

3. The NHS aspires to the highest standards of
excellence and professionalism.

4. NHS services must reflect the needs and preferences
of patients, their families and their carers.

5. The NHS works across organisational boundaries
and in partnership with other organisations in the
interest of patients, local communities and the wider
population.

6. The NHS is committed to providing best value for
taxpayers’ money and the most effective, fair and
sustainable use of finite resources.

7. The NHS is accountable to the public, communities
and patients it serves!.

These ‘seven key principles’, which ‘guide the NHS in
all it does... are underpinned by core NHS values which
have been derived from extensive discussions with staff,
patients and the public.”? These values are as follows:

Respect and dignity.
Commitment to quality of care.
Compassion.

Improving lives.

o A WD

Working together for patients.
6. Everyone counts.

While these principles and values offer a useful first step,
their application is likely to lead to difficulties in three
principal ways. Firstly, the proper interpretation of each
may not always be clear. Secondly, there may be cases of
tension between certain of these principles and values,
particularly given the limited resources available to trusts,
and trusts will need to prioritise one over the other on
occasion, leading to difficulties of comparison between
values. Thirdly, they need to be held alongside other,
equally pressing considerations: limited resources, limited
time, the inertia and distortions caused by organisational
structures, and so on. The translation of abstract
principles into practical decision-making and action will,
therefore, present inevitable challenges.
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The Health and Social Care Bill:

An Ethical View

At the time of writing, the coalition government’s Health and Social Care Bill

2010-11 is at the Committee stage at the House of Lords, and has been through a
number of changes already. It is useful to note the top-level concerns as set out in
Part 1 of the current version of the Bill, in the section entitled ‘The Health Service:
Overview’ (Health and Social Care Bill, pp2-3). In all, six duties are ascribed to the

Secretary of State with regard to the NHS:

1. To promote a comprehensive health service.

2. To secure continuous improvement in the quality
of services.

3. To reduce ‘inequalities between the people of
England with respect to the benefits that they can
obtain from the health service’ (p2).

4. To promote autonomy among providers
and administrators.

5. To promote research and the use of research.
6. To protect and improve public health.

The responsibilities of NHS employees are also set
out in detail in the Bill, deriving from these broad
overarching duties. Many of these appear to be based
on ethical assumptions about the aims and purpose
of the NHS, or otherwise have implications that are
important in the context of this report, but two bear
particular attention. Firstly, note that the reduction

of inequalities is retained as a central concern in the
Bill. There is a key notion here (which is repeated
elsewhere in the Bill) of a responsibility actively to
promote equality. Merely seeking to mitigate the
negative impacts of decisions on equality will not be
enough: decisions need to be made (and to be seen
to be made) in a way which actively contributes to
equality. Note also, however, the careful wording of
the phrase in which this duty is set out. Later in this
report, we will look at equality (and the closely related
concept of equity) in more detail, and see that there
are several possible ways of interpreting these ideas.

For now, it is worth noting that the reference to ‘the
benefits that they can obtain’ can be understood in
several different ways. Are the ‘benefits’ here to be
thought of as health outcomes, or access to services?
Do the words ‘can obtain’ indicate that services are
simply to be made available, or that particular efforts
should be made to increase take-up of services
among groups who may have difficulty accessing
them? Note also that the Bill enjoins the promotion
of autonomy, another ethically loaded word, among
those doing the work of running the NHS. This aspect
of the Bill suggests that the burden of judgement

on questions of ethics (including, but not limited to,
questions of equality and equity) will, if anything, be
placed more than ever on the shoulders of individual
clinicians and managers. Add to this the current
intention to give responsibility for commissioning to
general practitioners — individuals whose professional
attention up until now has been focused exclusively
on the needs of individual patients, and who have
not needed to concern themselves with the kinds

of ethical questions, such as those to do with
distribution of resources, which only arise at a macro
level — and the need to think deeply about these
questions becomes clear.



1.2 What are (our) values?

As well as the NHS core principles and values, and the
legislation that sets out expectations of trusts, many
individual trusts have their own mission statements and
statements of principles and values. There is a lot of
variation in the way trusts have approached these. Some
favour a relatively simple statement of intent®; others have
a mission statement, plus a list of values, visions and goals.

Among all of these, there are two groups of closely related
ethical values that are more commonly referred to than
any other*:

m Equity, equality, justice.
m Openness, honesty, transparency.

The reasons for the prevalence of these particular
values are clear. Firstly, the NHS is responsible for the
distribution of limited resources among a wide variety
of treatments and interventions, and among a wide
variety of different service users and societal groups. It
is vital that it is seen to do this, as far as possible, in a
fair and equitable manner. Secondly, the NHS is owned
and funded by the public. It is therefore accountable
to the public, and must strive to be honest, open and
transparent in everything it does.

As with the NHS Constitution, these statements of values
and principles are supposed to play an important role

in guiding decision-making in the NHS, and there is
frequently some attempt on the part of trusts to set out
what they should mean in practice for NHS employees.
However, it would be impossible for guidance of this
kind to cover in detail every decision that is made in

the NHS. Similarly, a report of this kind cannot hope to
fulfil this role. Instead, we intend in this report to offer
some suggestions as to how decision-makers in NHS
organisations might move towards a better understanding
of value concepts, and improve the clarity with which
those concepts are integrated into decisions made at
different levels.

In Chapter 4, these two key sets of values are examined
in more depth, both in terms of philosophical research
into their proper interpretation, and through analysis

of the interviews we carried out for this research.

This analysis has informed the design of the checklist
presented in Chapter 2, which is intended as a practical
tool which can be applied in a range of contexts.

1.3 Aims of this report

In designing this inquiry into ethical decision-making, we
set out to examine how decisions are made in practice
within NHS trusts. In particular, we were interested in two
aspects of ethical decision-making.

Firstly, we wanted to know what ethical considerations
underlie decisions as they are made in practice, and
how (and how well) these considerations are understood.
When decisions are approached, what ethical concepts
are being used? How are they being employed, and what
bearing do they have on discussions? In summary, what
is the ethical content of decisions?

Secondly, we wanted to know how various features of the
organisation bear on decisions. How does the structure
of the organisation affect the way decisions are made?
Are the right voices being heard at the right times? Do
authority structures have an effect on decisions? In

other words, what is the organisational contextin which
decisions are made? These two aspects of decision-
making informed the design of the interview schedules
we used, the way in which we analysed the results of the
interviews, and the structure of this report.

In terms of scope, it should be noted that our research
focused on decisions made by senior managers in trusts,
and therefore the specific guidance in this report is
primarily aimed at informing decisions made at this level.
However, as noted above, ethical decisions are made at all
levels in trusts, and we recommend that trusts spend some
time considering how the insights in this report can be
applied to decisions made throughout the organisation.

As noted above, many trusts have already spent time
deciding what their ‘value set’ is and should be. One aim
of this report is to recommend a move from identifying a
value set towards implementing those values in practice.
In reality, the only way to come to a true understanding of
our values — professional, organisational or individual — is
to allow those values to emerge through their influence on
decision-making, and the only practical purpose of coming
to such an understanding is to enable us to make better
decisions. Making decisions in a clear, informed way, and
reflecting on the role of values in those decisions, enables
organisations and individuals to become more consistent,
more focused and, ultimately, more effective.

Separating data from values, understanding the interplay
of these related but distinct aspects of ethical decision-
making, and paying proper attention to the interpretation
of value terms, are all essential to approaching ethical
decisions in a rigorous and informed way. Another aim,
therefore, is to build awareness of the following three
aspects of decisions:

3 E.g. “Barnet and Chase Farm Hospitals NHS Trust will continually strive to deliver excellent patient care, of which patients, the public and staff can be
proud” [NB this trust was chosen as an example from a scan of websites and is not a participant in the research.]

4 ... though it should be noted that, significantly, there is considerable disagreement between trusts, even those whose remits are broadly similar. Many
PCTs, for example, do not mention equality or equity at all, while others make these the central theme of their statements.
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1. Understanding that, while accurate data is extremely
important, decisions can rarely, if ever, be taken
effectively on the basis of data alone.

We found repeatedly that managers’ discussion of

decisions implied a belief that, if enough data could

be accrued, the right decision would become obvious.

However, while data is clearly important, it is equally

important not to ignore the role of values in a decision,

or to assume that these are obvious or do not merit

attention. The importance of being aware of the role

of values is apparent, for example, in decisions which

involve allocating resources to a particular area, inevitably

at the expense of another. The basis for these decisions
cannot be entirely empirical or data driven, but must
involve a value judgement.

To see this point clearly, look at Table 2 on page 26. In
this table, we have set out some of the value and data
considerations that play into the particular decisions
we examined in this research. These are intended as
examples to guide analysis of other decisions.

2. Understanding the interplay between data and values
in a decision, and the way each informs the other.

Having distinguished data from values, it is important

to pay attention to the sometimes complex relationship

between the two kinds of consideration. For example,

if equity is a key consideration in a decision, what does

this say about the demographic data that needs to be

collected, and the consultation that needs to be carried

out before the decision can be made? Having gathered

this data, how do we know what an equitable distribution

would look like, or how we should try to achieve it?

Effective decision-making means holding both kinds

of consideration in mind simultaneously, and being

alive to the effect of each on the other, a skill which

takes practice to perfect. The discussion of examples in

Chapter 3 is intended as a starting point in achieving this.

3. Striving to understand, interpret and apply values
through discussion with other decision-makers.
Finally, it is important to be aware that reaching an
agreed interpretation of values is neither simple nor
impossible, the two extremes which often underlie
‘common-sense’ views on these issues. In Sections 4.2
to 4.4 of the report, we have tried to show how careful
analysis of value terms can help decision-makers to reach
a better understanding of their own and others’ views,
and to move towards the kind of shared understanding
which is essential for truly informed decision-making.
These sections take insights from the philosophical
literature into the interpretation of value terms, and apply

them to the kinds of decisions made in NHS trusts.
Hopefully, they offer a useful starting point in analysing
these questions, which is best approached through
discussion with other decision-makers.

To see how awareness of these factors can improve
decision-making, consider a decision that is made fairly
routinely in certain trusts, and which was discussed by
participants in our research: where to target provision

of a particular facility, say breast-feeding programmes.
This is a decision that requires various pieces of data.
Where are existing facilities located? How is take-up of
facilities distributed among different groups? Where is
need greatest? It also, however, involves some important
values, for example equity in distribution of facilities,

or responsibility to particular groups. These two types

of consideration will affect each other; for example

the data might suggest that the distribution currently
looks unequal. In that case, it will be important to
consider what is meant by ‘unequal’ and what the trust
should be trying to achieve. Is it equality, or equity, or
justice? In access to, or take-up of services, or in health
outcomes? Whatever interpretation is made will then have
implications for the data that is needed. And so on.

Building awareness of these issues takes time, and can
only be achieved through practice. In this report, we aim
to provide practical guidance that can help trusts to begin
to develop this kind of awareness, and the skills to tackle
ethical decisions more effectively.

1.4 Structure of the report

With the above aims in mind, we have set out in
Chapter 2 of this report a simple, clear methodology

for approaching ethical decision-making in NHS trusts.
This methodology takes the form of a checklist, and a
recommended process for implementing the checklist in
a real organisational ethical decision.

In Chapter 3, we have set out two case studies arising
from the research which illustrate particular aspects of
this methodology.

In Chapters 4 and 5, we present evidence from the
interviews which illustrates the state of play as we found
it in the trusts we spoke to, firstly from the point of view
of the understanding of ethical concepts, and secondly
from the point of view of the practical elements of ethical
decision-making.

In Chapter 6 we present some brief closing thoughts.

Finally, the research methodology is included as an
appendix to the report.




2. Making more effective ethical decisions

The interviewee below, a director in a PCT, summarised how they thought important

ethical decisions ought to be taken.

“My thought is that you get to a point, if you actually
really spend time... you... move towards a consensus
which is as thought-through as is possible to get.... You
need to lock a bunch of people away... with some real
specialist support and really rigorous information. And
then what emerges out of that, at least you can say, ‘look,
we did everything we could to consider it.” There’s that
real... hard slog of thinking things through.”

Our interviews suggested that the reality of how these
decisions are taken does not always live up to this ideal.

We found examples of decisions where little time had been
given to the decision, where key people who would be
expected to have a useful point of view to contribute had not
been involved, and where people who had been in the same
meeting recalled that meeting in importantly different ways.

Decision-makers are frequently operating in an
environment which is extremely time-pressured, where
they do not have access to all the information they would
like, and where channels for implementing decisions
are imperfect. Ethical decision-making will never reach
an optimal point. However, there are ways of improving
decision-making effectiveness so that situations are
clearly analysed and understood, and decisions are
subject to a clear, comprehensive justification. Part of
this is about understanding that all, or very nearly all,
decisions taken in trusts have an impact on people, and
involve values, and are therefore ethical decisions.

Moreover, the ethical elements of decisions are not just
‘a matter of personal opinion’ — decisions need to be
justified and defended, and can be subject to scrutiny
as much as financial or management decisions. As
noted above, NHS managers will rightly be judged on
the delivery of their decisions as well as on the decisions
themselves. In this chapter we present a checklist for
ethical decision-making, a practical tool to help improve
the decision-making process in NHS trusts.

2.1 A checklist for ethical decision-making

In our research, we carried out a set of interviews within
seven different NHS trusts (see the Appendix for more
details of the research methodology). Through analysis
of these interviews, a set of observations emerged with
regard to the two aspects of the interview noted above:
the ethical content of decisions and the organisational

context. In order to make these results as practical and
constructive as possible, we have distilled them into a
checklist for ethical decision-making. Because of the way
the items in this checklist have emerged from analysis

of the interviews we conducted, we consider them to be
empirically supported, and to represent best practice, at
least as we found it in the trusts to whom we spoke.

Through the interviews, we were concerned to identify both
where trusts could point to aspects of decisions that they
had addressed particularly well, and also where they felt that
some aspects could have been better addressed. Insights of
both kinds have informed the development of this checklist.

As well as representing themes that have emerged from
the research, these items are united by their contribution
to the dialectic process, a method of constructive debate
which is a central feature of philosophical discourse, but
which can improve clarity in all kinds of decision-making,
particularly where values are involved alongside scientific
or otherwise empirical data. Each item on the checklist is
therefore designed to ensure that this process is able to
work as effectively as possible.

In the dialectic process, ideas are expressed, and then
subjected to questioning and criticism, the intended
outcome of which is a better understanding of the ideas
concerned. However, it should be stressed that, while
the dialectic process works by considering different and
sometimes opposing viewpoints, it is not necessarily
about arguing or resolving conflicts or disagreements
between people. It is important that a variety of possible
answers to a question are considered, but not that any
of these possible answers represents the opinion of any
particular person in the room. One of the items in our
checklist is around openness to challenge, but what is
important is that ideas are challenged, and not that the
actual opinions of decision-makers are in conflict. To
put this another way, a particular candidate answer to a
question, or solution to a problem, might not be anyone’s
preferred answer, but it is important that it should be
considered anyway if it has reasonable plausibility.

The checklist items are divided into decision-making
content and organisational context. The content items
are about what considerations should feed into dialogue
and how it should be structured. The context items are
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about how to set conditions so that dialogue is open and
productive. Table 1 summarises the eleven elements

of the checklist. Section 2.3 contains a more detailed
explanation of each one.

2.2 How to use the checklist

Each item on the checklist is not intended to result in

a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. Nor is it intended as an
exhaustive list of considerations which, when checked
off, will inevitably lead to an ethical outcome. Rather, the
intention is to channel thought in productive directions,
and to prevent blockages and blind spots which can
adversely affect clarity in decision-making. The optimum
outcome for a decision of this kind is an outcome that is
fully informed, fully thought through and justified to the
best abilities of the decision-makers.

Our recommendation is that the checklist should be used
as a reference tool in meetings at which decisions are
taken. Board meetings and meetings of executive teams
are perhaps the paradigm scenario here, but there is no
reason why the checklist could not be used to influence
decision-making at all levels of the organisation. Wherever
there is an element of ethical complexity to the decision

in question, we think these considerations are important,
and we hope the checklist is flexible enough to be used

in a number of different contexts.

What is being recommended here is to some extent a
new way of approaching these issues. Facility and clarity
in using value terms comes with practice. For this reason,
good quality ethics training, particularly centred around
the discussion of case studies, can help here, as can
employing an ethicist to facilitate discussions. However,
there is also much that organisations can do themselves.

As an exercise to help an organisation move towards

this way of approaching decisions, we suggest that the
board or executive team should identify a key decision
which has an element of ethical complexity and important
consequences for the trust. The team should then devote
a significant amount of time to that decision alone; how
long exactly will require judgement. One fruitful approach
might be to approach the decision in two stages: at the
first meeting, the decision is analysed to the best of the
team’s ability with the information at hand, identifying
what additional data will be required and which team

members ought to be involved; the team then reconvenes
after all of the necessary information has been gathered,
and perhaps with additional colleagues having been
invited to attend if necessary. Use the checklist firstly to
ensure that the context is optimised for effective decision-
making, and then to guide the actual discussion. Rather
than an invented exercise, we recommend that this
should be a real decision, as this is the only way the real
complexities of decisions can be made to emerge. As

the discussion progresses, record your answers to each
question in the checklist. At the end of the meeting,

you should hopefully have arrived at a decision with as
complete an ethical justification as you can achieve.

Table 1: A checklist for ethical decision-making

Decision-making content
1. Have you agreed on the aims of the decision?

2. Do you understand the separate roles of values and
data in your decision?

3. Have you considered and defined the key value
terms involved in the decision?

4. Do you have access to the relevant data, and are
you interpreting it correctly?

5. Have you fully considered your roles and
responsibilities?

Organisational context

6. Are you spending enough time on this decision,
proportionate to its impact and difficulty?

7. Are you involving enough people, and the right
people, in the decision?

8. Has consultation been genuine, and clear and
honest in terms of its role and the expectations of
those consulted?

9. Is the process set up in a way that is genuinely
conducive to challenge and debate?

10. Have you fully considered the relevant guidance,
regulations and legislation?

Delivery

11. Have you set up systems/measures to show that you
have delivered and not simply implemented?



2.3 Explanation of checklist items

1. Have you agreed on the aims of the decision?
Deciding on the aims of a decision may sound simple,
but can actually be quite complex in practice. For
example, when a decision has a bearing on the
distribution of healthcare among a population, is the aim
of the decision to maximise the equity of the distribution,
to make the most effective use of resources, or something
else? This question relates closely to Items 7 and 8, since
another way of understanding the aim of a decision is in
terms of the values it serves, which may be either ethical
or otherwise.®

Since there may not be immediate agreement about this
question, it is useful to spend some time discussing it at
the beginning of a meeting, and then revisiting it later.
Disagreements on ethical issues are often disagreements
about the aims of the discussion, so it is important to be
clear about any differences in understanding up front.

2. Do you understand the separate roles of values and
data in your decision?
A key step in analysing a decision with an ethical
dimension is to separate out those elements of the
decision which involve measurable data, and those
which involve questions of value. In our research, we
found (see Chapter 4) that interviewees were much more
comfortable talking about data than talking about values.
The assumption sometimes appeared to be that, if all
the relevant data were known, the right decision would
become obvious or inevitable. However, in reality this is
not at all the case.

To see this, imagine two people, A and B, are having a
disagreement over whether the current rate of inheritance
tax is fair. Imagine that they both have access to all

the information that could possibly be relevant to this
question: they know what the current rate of tax is, they
know everything there is to know about the distribution

of wealth in society, how much the new tax will bring

into the Treasury, and so on, and yet still they disagree.
After discussing the issue for some time, they realise that
the reason for their disagreement is not over any factual
question, but derives from their different understanding
of what fairness is. For A, fairness in this context means
that people should, with certain limits, be able to do what
they want with their money, leaving it to their children

or friends, or to charity, with relatively little interference
from the state. For B, on the other hand, fairness means
that wealth should be distributed as evenly as possible
between different individuals in society, meaning that

the notion of inherited wealth is, to an extent, seen as
inherently unfair. There is no simple way of resolving this
dispute by gathering more data: it is a genuine ethical
difference of understanding centred on the value term
‘fairness’. We can now see how this value term plays

a key role in influencing the opinions of A and B on a
concrete issue, something which might not have been
obvious at first to either A or B.

Questions of value play a key role alongside data in

all decisions with ethical dimensions. In Chapter 4,

we have set out, as examples, some considerations of
each kind that feed into four specific types of decision.
While discussing a decision, it is a useful exercise to
think carefully about the role of values and data in that
decision, and to make a list of each. How would a change
in interpretation of the data, or of the key value terms,
affect your decision? Where there is a disagreement
between different points of view, is it a disagreement over
a question of data, or over the correct understanding of a
value term (e.g. equity, honesty, fairness)?

3. Have you considered and defined the key value
terms involved in the decision?
Having identified the key value terms that have a bearing
on the decision, decision-makers should try to articulate an
understanding of what they mean. In the example above,
A and B have a different understanding of what fairness
is, but this does not mean that the discussion stops there.
For example, A might question why the state should
have a right to interfere with people’s control over their
own property, while B might question how it can be fair
that some people inherit large amounts of money without
doing anything to earn it. By being forced to defend and
justify their position, each comes to understand their
position better, as well as that of the other person. They
may eventually resolve their disagreement. If not, they can
at least agree that a particular understanding of fairness
implies a particular outcome to the decision. As members
of an organisation, we sometimes need to agree on an
‘organisational view’ that supersedes our individual views
on particular questions.

In the context of the NHS, there may be resources which
can help to resolve disagreements of this kind, including
those discussed under Item 10. However, it is likely that
these resources will themselves require interpretation,
which will emerge through discussion of the issues.

5 Itis tempting to oppose ethical values to financial values, but this is to ignore the fact that, in the public sector especially, money is far from an ethically
neutral commodity. The use of public money is inevitably ethically loaded, and the inefficient use of public money is a failure of an ethical responsibility.
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4. Do you have access to the relevant data, and are you
interpreting it correctly?

Having separated the roles of values and data, it is

important that all of the relevant data is available. Our

research suggested that many decision-makers are

happier with this aspect of decisions than with the

value side. It is worth noting however, that as well as

interpretation of value terms, differences in opinion

around the interpretation of data are a frequent source of

disagreement among decision-makers.

In addition, it is important to be aware of possible bias in
the data deriving from its provenance: for example, does
data about a drug’s supposed effectiveness come from
the company that owns and markets the drug, or from an
independent trial? More generally, is the data framed in

a way that gives the best, most objective answer to your
question, or in a way that serves some other agenda?

Bias is also possible in data from consultation. For
example, it is easy to be persuaded by whichever group
of colleagues is making the most noise, and while

this may accurately reflect the needs of service users,
frequently it will not. Maintaining a focus on public value
aids awareness of this issue — the value of a service
derives from its value to the public, not to the organisation
or its employees.

5. Do you understand your roles and responsibilities?

It is useful for each member of the team to consider

the responsibilities conferred on them by their role and
position in the organisation, as well as any additional
professional responsibilities they may have, including an
overarching responsibility to the public interest. This is a
big subject, but some key responsibilities that are likely to
have a bearing on decisions are as follows:

m A professional responsibility to take account of the
public interest in decisions.

m Specific professional responsibilities set out in
codes of practice.

m Responsibilities defined by law.

m Contractual responsibilities, either of individuals or
of the trust as a whole.

m Ethical responsibilities not defined by any of
these categories.

There may sometimes be tensions between these
responsibilities. For example, a doctor has a professional
responsibility to act as an advocate to individual patients.
However, as a decision-maker at trust level, that same

5 The representation of stakeholders is also discussed under Item 5.

doctor might find themselves making decisions that may
not maximise the interests of their individual patients

—an ethical responsibility for someone who must take
account of the interests of whole populations. The key

here is to be aware of these tensions and clear about the
role one is playing in the decision-making process, since
responsibilities are defined by roles to a great extent. The
complexity of role responsibilities means it is useful to spend
some time separately considering these responsibilities, and
essential to keep them in mind when making decisions.

6. Are you spending enough time on this decision,
proportionate to its impact and difficulty?
Some decisions are complex in nature but only affect a
relatively small number of people while others, perhaps
equally complex, have an impact on a very large number of
people. It is important to consider both the complexity and
the impact of decisions when judging how long to spend
on each. Looking at this objectively reduces the tendency
for decisions which have a more immediate impact, on
identifiable people, to be given more time. For example,
if the decision is about whether or not to authorise an
intervention for a particular patient, our tendency to
empathise with the patient might lead us to spend a long
time on this decision, while a decision concerned with the
distribution of resources at a macro level, which affects
many more people, may be taken more quickly.

As noted above, it may be necessary to approach a
decision in two stages: on the first occasion, analysing the
decision as deeply as possible given the available data;
on the second occasion, reconvening with further data if
necessary to finalise the decision.

7. Are you involving enough people, and the right
people, in the decision-making process?

The representation of a variety of viewpoints in the debate

increases the likelihood of ethical decisions being made,

so it is important to seek out a range of views, and to

take particular care to listen and respond to, or consider

deeply, those views which depart from the consensus view.

Consensus views can emerge for a number of reasons, not

all of them to do with the correctness of the view, so it is

important that they should be challenged (see Iltem 9).

Furthermore, the views of particular stakeholders should
usually be represented within the decision-making team.
For example, if the decision is likely to have an impact on
nurses, there should usually be someone present whose
role is to represent the views of nurses. Similarly for
clinicians, service users, and so on.®




However, two qualifications should be added at this point.
Firstly, it may be that some stakeholder representatives
are apt to act like ‘pressure groups’, who want to pursue
a particular agenda rather than help to make the right
decision overall. In that case, while their views will need
to be listened to and understood by decision-makers,

it may not be helpful for them to be actually present in
the decision-making process. Secondly, the need for the
presence of stakeholder representatives should not be
confused with a need to reach a compromise decision
that balances the priorities of everyone present: it may
simply be the case that the most ethical decision makes
certain stakeholder groups unhappy. Judgement will be
required on both of these issues.

Finally, there may be other key people who should be
involved. For example, if a particular member of staff has
led the process whereby data relevant to the decision has
been collected, that member of staff should preferably be
involved in the final decision, since it will be necessary

to subject the data to interpretation, and the presence of
the person who has collected the data will help prevent
this interpretation from going awry. Again, however, the
caveat should be added that those who collect data are
themselves not immune from bias.

The key thing to bear in mind here is that each decision
is different, and that while the standard executive team,
for example, is likely to represent a reasonably wide
spread of viewpoints, there may well be aspects of the
particular decision which are not covered by the usual
team. This aspect of the organisational context therefore
merits careful consideration.

8. Has consultation been genuine, and clear and
honest in terms of its role and the expectations
of those consulted?
Consultation with stakeholder groups is usually part of
the decision-making process in NHS trusts, and is often
mandated by legislation (see Item 10). However, our
research suggested that clarity is sometimes lacking
in defining the role of consultation, and that this might
sometimes result in communication that is not entirely
open. Inevitably, the opinions of stakeholders form
only one consideration among many, and may be
outweighed in the eventual decision. Furthermore, the
views expressed may be raw and unreflective, and may
not be fully informed. Steps should be taken to improve
this situation, for example by giving those consulted time
to be more reflective, support to gather their own data
or help to specify what data and ethical considerations
should count. It is also important to be clear in

7 Arnstein, 1969.

advance exactly what the role of consultation is, and to
communicate honestly about this with those consulted.

Arnstein’s analysis of citizen participation” provides
useful background reading in this respect. The key
questions to keep in mind have to do with both the
purpose of consultation, and the manner in which
it has been carried out:

m s consultation merely the fulfilling of a legal
requirement, an attempt to add weight to a decision
which has already been taken, or a genuine attempt
to gauge the opinions of stakeholders in a way which
has a realistic chance of affecting the decision?

m How confident are you that the outcomes of
consultation reflect the informed views of stakeholders?

m Is it possible to get a more informed view from
stakeholders, for example by conducting a longitudinal
study, giving participants time to fully understand the
process on which they are being consulted?

m What role does the outcome of consultation play in
relation to other considerations (see ltem 7)?

m How well do those consulted understand the purpose
of consultation?

9. Is the process set up in a way that is genuinely
conducive to challenge and debate?

Communication within the decision-making group needs

to be open and transparent. It is the responsibility of

senior decision-makers to demonstrate that they value

disagreement and challenge, if it is reasonable and

properly expressed, and to respond to it openly.

It will be useful for leaders to consider the power
relationships that exist and how these might impede the
transmission of potentially important insights. For example,
it may be that ultimate responsibility for the decision rests
with the chief executive of the trust. If so, a consensus
may form around the chief executive’s views on the issue.
This may happen unconsciously, so it is important to be
aware of this tendency if it occurs. At key points in the
discussion, it is useful to stop and consider the opposing
view to any consensus that has emerged. This may not
actually be the view of anyone around the table, but it is
still a useful exercise because it forces the prevailing view
to be defended against all possible objections.

As well as encouraging challenge within the decision-
making team, channels also need to be open to allow
challenge from all areas of the organisation.
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10.Have you fully considered the relevant guidance,
regulations and legislation?
As noted above, individual and collective responsibilities
are defined by statutory duties, contractual duties,
regulatory requirements enforced by professional
organisations and governmental bodies, and guidance
(including lists of values and principles) provided by the
NHS and by individual trusts.

It goes without saying that decision-makers have a
responsibility to be aware of their statutory, contractual
and regulatory duties, and it is beyond the scope of this
report to set these out. It should be noted, however,

that this network of responsibilities, which is particularly
complex in the NHS, is frequently open to interpretation.
What, for example, is implied by a duty to promote
equity? Knowledge of these duties, therefore, is a
necessary but not a sufficient condition for fully informed
decision-making.

A useful starting point here is the NHS Constitution,
which sets out not only values and principles (as
noted in the introduction) but also a long list of rights,
responsibilities and ‘pledges’ to which NHS employees
are committed.

11.Have you set up systems and measures to know if
you have delivered and not simply implemented?
The other items in this checklist concentrate on the
actual process by which decisions are made. However, it
goes without saying that the story does not end here. As
was noted in the introduction, managers have a central
ethical responsibility not only to make decisions and to
implement them, but to ensure that the aims of decisions
are achieved through delivery. This means ensuring that
the decision is properly communicated, paying attention
to the implementation of the decision at all points along
the chain, and putting in place measures to ensure that
delivery is effective on the terms of the decision itself.

m How will the decision be communicated?
How the outcome of a decision is communicated
has important implications for how it is viewed by
stakeholders, including trust employees, clinicians
and service users. Since one of the outcomes of
the decision-making process should have been a
justification for the ethical aspects of the outcome
that has been chosen, this justification should form
part of the way that outcome is communicated.

m How will the decision be implemented by others

in the organisation?

If the decision in question is a relatively high-level
one, it will need to be implemented by many other
people in the organisation, and each instance

of implementation represents a decision in its
own right. Part of the aim of communicating the
ethical justification for the decision is to ensure
consistency in each decision along the chain of
implementation. It might be useful to ensure other
measures are co-ordinated, including for example
individual targets and objectives.

What is the process for monitoring the impact

of the decision?

Data and consultation feed into the decision, and
the outcome of the decision aims at achieving

a particular impact. It is therefore essential that
some process is designed for ensuring that this
impact is as expected. Follow-up consultation or
data gathering should be designed with the ethical
aspects of the decision in mind.




3.Case studies

In the previous chapter, we recommended a particular way of approaching decisions that
have an ethical dimension. In order to demonstrate how we see this methodology working
in practice, we offer in this chapter two case studies, drawn from the research, which
demonstrate this approach. It should be noted that the way both of these case studies have
been written inevitably represents the perspective of those we interviewed: the intention
here is not to present a definitive or objective account of the events in question. Nor is it

to criticise the way decisions have been approached in these instances. What we hope

to achieve by discussing these cases, rather, is to show how attending to the particular
aspects of decision-making we have highlighted can make a difference to the process and

potentially the outcomes of a decision.

3.1 Case study 1: Discontinuing a service

This case, which emerged through interviews in an acute
trust, concerns a decision about whether to discontinue
providing a service which had for many years been
provided within one of its hospitals.

“The detailed proposal was sent through our critical
care business unit which line-manages that service.
Ultimately... it was a discussion with the CEO and
deputy directors about, ‘What did we all think about
this?’. Because it's the first time we've really had that
debate about ‘do we disinvest in a service?” The general
consensus was [that we should].”

One interviewee noted three ‘fundamental issues’
with the service which prompted the trust to consider
discontinuing it. These were:

m The trust was failing national targets in terms of
timeliness for patients.

m The trust felt that the service could be provided at a
lower cost by a different provider.

m Feedback from consultants suggested that they did
not see this service as core activity, and providing the
service was affecting productivity on other services.

The outcome of the decision was that they gave notice
to the commissioner that they would no longer be
providing the comprehensive service, though there is
the possibility that some aspects of the service would
continue to be provided.

In the remainder of this section we consider how each
item in the checklist bears on the case, both in theory
and with some observations about how the case was
approached in practice.

1. Have you agreed on the aims of the decision?

The way the aim of a decision is phrased can have a
profound effect on the way it is approached. In this case,
the decision might have been expressed in a number of
ways, for example:

m Should we discontinue this service in part
or altogether?

m How should we address the problems with
this service?

m What are the real problems with the service? Are they
inherent to the service or a product, for example, of
the staff who are currently managing it?

m How do we best ensure that the area’s patients’ needs
are met with regard to this type of service?

m How do we ensure that we as a trust are providing
services to as high a standard as possible?

Each of these questions might lead the discussion in a
particular direction, making some considerations more
salient — more present in decision-makers’ minds — than
others. One interviewee did express concern that the
issue was presented to the team in a way that assumed a
certain kind of solution before the discussion had begun:

“[1t] worried me at the time that we almost had a decision
that was ‘here is a problem department that was irritating
people for whatever reasons and we’re going to reduce
the consultants on that and sort it out.”

While this approach may have been justified, a
justification should perhaps have been given to all
decision-makers.
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2. Do you understand the separate roles of values
and data in the decision?

Below are a number of considerations of both kinds

which play into this decision:

Value questions:

m What responsibilities does the trust have to existing
service users, or to the wider public?

m Does the trust have a duty to consult with patients
before making a decision?

m What would the effect of each option be in terms of
fairness, equity and/or equality?

m Would each option be in the public interest?

m What does “value for money” mean in this context, and
would value for money be provided by each option?

Data questions:

m What is the cost of the service?

m s the service sustainable?

m s the service meeting its objectives?

m Is the service meeting a minority need?
m Are alternative providers available?

Unsurprisingly, the interviewees did not volunteer

the value/data distinction themselves, and tended to
emphasise data considerations when asked what kinds of
consideration they had in mind during the decision-making
process. When pressed, however, they were able to use
value concepts reasonably fluently, citing for example
duties of care, public value and the value-laden notion of

a “core service”, which perhaps stands in for “a service
which we have an absolute responsibility to provide”.

3. Have you considered and defined the key value
terms involved in the decision?
Some but not all of the value terms mentioned above
were raised by interviewees, and there was some
evidence that efforts had been made to consider what
these amounted to, although this had perhaps not been
done in a systematic way. Interviewees were pressed on
the issue of public value, and responses suggested that
this idea was certainly a live consideration, but that the
role of public value in this particular decision had not
been rigorously discussed and debated prior to or during
the decision-making process.

As has already been noted, the related concept of the
public interest plays a key role in this decision. Thinking
carefully about the meaning of this concept might have
made a difference to the way the decision was made and
even to the outcome of the decision in two ways. Firstly,
there is the question discussed above of how a concern
for the public interest translates into responsibilities

for different trusts. Did responsibility in this case fall
wholly on the PCT, on the provider trust, or on some
combination of the two? Secondly, there is the question of
how the public interest is to be determined. Ultimately a
judgement will have to be made, but one might question
whether this could be done effectively in the absence of
systematic consultation with patient groups.



4. Do you have access to the relevant data, and are you
interpreting it correctly?

One interviewee described a ‘taxonomy’ of measures

by which services could be judged, e.g. whether the

service is financially sustainable, what level of patient

satisfaction the service was getting, what safety risks

was it experiencing, etc. which were broadly data

considerations rather than value considerations. In other

words, not unusually, there was a concerted effort to

gather the relevant data before making the decision.

On the other hand, interviews raised doubts in two key
areas. Firstly, as has already been mentioned, there was
no patient consultation on the idea of discontinuing or
changing the service. Secondly, there was disagreement
between interviewees over whether other providers in the
area would be able to step in to provide aspects of the
service, suggesting that there had not been a piece of
research to establish beyond doubt whether this was the
case (or if there had, that this had not been disseminated
to all decision-makers). As noted above, depending on
one’s interpretation of the trust’s responsibilities, this may
be a key question. The question remains open, therefore,
whether the decision could have been made more
effectively with access to this information.

5. Do you understand your roles and responsibilities?
This is a particularly interesting question in the context

of this case, not so much at an individual level but at a
trust level. The commissioning trust appears to have been
of the opinion that the provider trust had a responsibility
to continue providing the service. This may amount to a
substantive disagreement between the two trusts about
where a trust’s responsibilities begin and end.

Later, after the trust had given notice of discontinuation,
the commissioner made an argument against
discontinuing — that (in the words of an interviewee)

‘if you don't provide it, nobody else will and your patients
will suffer’ — which was interpreted by the interviewee

as ‘almost emotional blackmail’. Is this characterisation
accurate? The commissioner’s argument makes sense —
and is more than ‘emotional blackmail’ — if and only if two
conditions are met: firstly it must be the responsibility of
the provider to ensure that the service is provided, and
secondly it must be the case that alternative providers,
who can provide the service as well or better for patients,
are not available.

The second is a factual consideration which can be
investigated and determined empirically. The first,

on the other hand, is an ethical consideration: while

the contractual relationship between commissioners
and providers is clearly relevant, requiring in this

case only that the provider gives sufficient notice

before discontinuing the service, it does not settle the
question of whether the trust has an additional ethical
responsibility, derived, perhaps, from a wider duty to the
public interest. Settling this question of responsibility is
important because, if it is accepted that the trust has an
ethical responsibility to ensure that the service is provided
by someone, then the question of whether someone
else exists who can provide the service becomes crucial,
perhaps warranting extra investigation before the final
decision can be made.

6. Are you spending enough time on this decision,
proportionate to its impact and difficulty?
This decision is a complex one which will potentially
have an impact on a large number of patients. As such,
it warrants a substantial relative time commitment. In
practice, this does appear to have been given: from the
point at which the trust set up a working group to look
at this issue to the point at which notice was given to the
commissioner was a period of roughly four months. A
decision was taken to recommend partial discontinuation
firstly at a working group of consultants, and then this
decision was endorsed at a meeting of the trust board, with
significant time allocated to the issue at both meetings.

7. Are you involving enough people, and the right
people, in the decision?
The decision has the potential to have an impact on a
range of different groups, including clinicians, nurses
and, of course, patients. As noted above, the decision
was initially driven by consultants, but there was also
involvement from representatives of other groups, through
the membership of the trust board, which included a
chief nurse, medical director etc. The exceptions to this
appeared to be patients and the commissioner, neither of
whom were consulted by the trust as part of the decision-
making process (see Item 8).
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8. Has consultation been genuine, and clear and

honest in terms of its role and the expectations

of those consulted?
There was no consultation with patients in this case.
Interviewees seemed unsure of their opinion on whether
there should have been consultation, which suggests that
this aspect of decision-making may not have been fully
scrutinised. One interviewee thought that they “probably
need to consult more with patients and get some patient
input earlier on”, though noting also that, “the difficulty
as always with patients is that if they don’t understand
the clinical implications... patients probably would want
a service at a hospital because they think that’s the place
they want to go; they've never known anything different.”

This highlights a problem with consultation already

noted in this report: it needs to be as fully informed as
possible if it is to give a clear picture of the preferences
of those consulted. However, carrying out some kind of
consultation would certainly have strengthened the trust’s
case as presented to the commissioner, one aspect of
which was that continuing the service in its current form
would not be in patients’ best interests. This is a difficult
claim to make convincingly without having carried out
some form of consultation. The commissioner agreed

in this case, and asked the provider to hold off on their
decision until they had been able to do some consultation
with patients.

9. Is the process set up in a way that is genuinely
conducive to challenge and debate?

There was disagreement among interviewees over

whether the decision that had been taken was the right

one, but there does appear to have been a very strong

steer from leadership in a particular direction, at least

according to one interviewee:

“Was there a minute detailed analysis of what the issues
are? | would say no there wasn't. There was a very strong
opinion given by the director of operations that this
needed sorting supported then by the CEO.”

On its own, a strongly expressed opinion from leadership
is not a bad thing, as long as there is plenty of opportunity
to make opposing views known. The suggestion in the
above quotation that this may have prevented a “detailed
analysis of what the issues are” however, if true, does
suggest that the decision could perhaps have been
approached more openly.®

10.Have you fully considered the relevant guidance,
regulations and legislation?
Interviewees demonstrated that they were well acquainted
at least with the trust’s statutory and contractual
obligations with regard to the decision. One interviewee
also raised the issue of professionalism and professional
regulation with regard to the decision, suggesting that
those decision-makers subject to this kind of regulation
may have approached the decision differently as a result.

While this claim may or may not be true, it is interesting

to consider that a professional obligation to promote the
public interest may give professionals, for example doctors,
a different perspective on these questions. On the other
hand, all managers in the NHS have a similar obligation,
since ultimately they are spending public money.

11.Have you set up systems and measures to know if
you have delivered and not simply implemented?
In reality, the outcome of this decision was a resolution to
give notice that the service would not be continued in its
current form. The implementation of the decision, then,
is perhaps a relatively simple matter: notice was given.
However, the responsibilities of the trust do not stop at this
point. There is a responsibility to ensure that the outcome
of the decision, including its ethical basis, is communicated
effectively to its stakeholders: the commissioner, clinicians,
and ultimately the users of the service. There is also a
responsibility to ensure that the outcomes for patients are
as expected and intended, though it is not immediately
clear with whom this responsibility lies: with the provider,
the commissioner or both?

However, if the trust decides to continue to provide some
aspects of the service itself, it will need to ensure that
delivery of the reformed service is effective in terms of
criteria agreed in advance. This means collecting data,
including consultation with service users, against these
criteria, to ensure that aims are met.

Summary/conclusions:

The above discussion of the case suggests that, perhaps
more than any others, the question of responsibility and
how this relates to the public interest was a key factor in
this decision. However, we also saw that considerations

such as fairness and equity had a role to play.

The aim of describing this case was not to criticise
the way it was made in practice, but to show how
systematically addressing the kinds of concern we
have been alluding to in this report may have made a
difference to the way the decision was approached in

8 Note also the lack of specificity in “this needed sorting”, reinforcing the need for clarity in the aims of the decision (ltem 1).




practice. It is certainly striking, however, that there was
a difference in understanding between interviewees on
certain aspects of the case. This suggests that a more
systematic approach to the decision might have resulted
in greater clarity, at least, in understanding, whether or
not it would have changed the outcome of the decision.

3.2 Case study 2: Board membership selection policy
In this case, two existing provider trusts were to be
brought together to be overseen by a single new merged
board of directors. The merger was orchestrated by a
primary care trust, which at the time was itself being
brought together with other local PCTs to form a cluster.
As a result, the Strategic Health Authority that was
overseeing this wider process was able to influence the
selection criteria for some positions on both the PCT
board and the merged provider board.

Problems began to appear when some directors from one
of the existing provider trusts were told that they would
not be eligible to apply for posts on the new PCT board,
without a reason being given for this decision. In the
meantime, people who had previously been in Head roles
at the PCT were moved into director positions, which had
not been openly advertised, thereby becoming eligible to
apply for the new positions.

The initial communication indicated that, after the
process of selection had been carried out, those who
were not selected for new positions would be made
redundant. However, this position was later rescinded,
with an indication given that unsuccessful candidates
would instead be required to work their notice or be
moved into other roles, apparently due to a desire not to
be seen to be making highly skilled people redundant.
This almost led to a complaint being raised at an
Employment Tribunal, though the employer settled with
the complainant before this stage was reached, but after
three months of legal argument.

The complexity of the organisational context in which
this was played out means decisions were difficult to
make effectively. How should the SHA and the PCT have
approached the decisions around designing selection
policies for the new boards?

9 See Section 4.3 for a detailed discussion of the value of equity.

1. Have you agreed on the aims of the decision?

The ultimate aim of the decision — to design a process for
recruiting a new merged board, is compatible with further
aims which would help the decision-makers to set out
what would be a successful result, for example:

m How do we ensure the process represents value for
money for taxpayers?

m How do we ensure the process complies with law
and regulations?

m How do we ensure the process is equitable, fair,
transparent, etc.?

m How do we get the best people for each role?

As with other considerations, carefully thinking through
the aims of the decision helps to identify the key values,
financial, ethical or otherwise, that play into the decision.

2. Do you understand the separate roles of values
and data in the decision?

Below are a number of considerations of both kinds

which play into this decision:

Values:

m What does a fair and equitable process look like?

m What does an open and transparent process look like?
m What outcome would represent value to the public?

Data:

m Who might be eligible for inclusion in the new board?
m What are the relevant items of employment law?

m Contractual information, including salaries, etc.
]

What other positions are available to those involved
in the process?

3. Have you considered and defined the key value
terms involved in the decision?

Each of the value terms mentioned above would benefit

from time spent on interpreting and defining them.

There is at least prima facie reason to believe that this
case was not handled in a way that was entirely fair and
equitable, and that communication may not have been
as open as it should have been. It does not appear, for
example, that criteria for eligibility for recruitment to the
new board were set out clearly and openly. Similarly, it
may be that these criteria, whatever they were, were not
consistently applied, resulting in an inequitable process.
What would equity have meant in terms of this process?
The answer to this question is not obvious®, but setting
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equity out as a key value in the decision, and tackling it
head-on at the start of the process, would at least have
ensured that a justification would have had to be given,
for example, for the exclusion of certain people from the
process. It may also have meant that the situation was
avoided where promises were made and then rescinded,
ultimately leading to settlement of an Employment
Tribunal case.

4. Do you have access to the relevant data, and are
you interpreting it correctly?
Again, we do not know what data decision-makers were
using. In order to ensure equity in this process, however,
it may be necessary to consider in detail the potential
impact of possible solutions on individual applicants and
potential applicants, to ensure that they were not being
unfairly treated.

5. Do you understand your roles and responsibilities?
One important set of responsibilities to consider here is
towards the applicants who missed out on roles in the
new structure. The fact that the organisation rescinded
their initial position of making these people redundant
suggests that these responsibilities had not been
thoroughly considered in advance. There also seems to
have been a question of a responsibility to the public
interest, or at least a desire to avoid public reproach,
involved in the decision to rescind the redundancies.
Again, the way this became a live issue late on in the
process suggests that it perhaps had not been fully
considered at the time of the initial decision.

Finally, there appears to have been some inconsistency
in the way eligibility for inclusion on the new boards was
decided, with the SHA influencing this in some cases

but not others. This suggests that role responsibilities
were perhaps not effectively worked out at the start of the
process by the two trusts.

6. Are you spending enough time on this decision,
proportionate to its impact and difficulty?

It is not known how long this decision took to make in

reality. However, it is worth noting that decisions of this

kind are often more complex than they at first appear,

and that the ethical dimensions of a decision such as this

one can be easily missed.

The impact of a decision of this kind is clearly wide

ranging, having an effect not only on those included in
or excluded from the selection process, but also on the
employees of the affected trusts, and ultimately on the

populations overseen by those trusts. These two factors
taken together suggest that a reasonable amount of time
at least ought to be given to this type of decision.

The unfortunate fallout from this decision illustrates
the importance of addressing these issues thoroughly
and rigorously at the time, in order to avoid worse
consequences later on.

7. Are you involving enough people, and the right
people, in the decision?
Again, it is not known exactly who was involved in the
decision, which was presumably made at different points
by the PCT and the SHA. As has been noted above, it is
a good idea where possible to ensure that groups who are
stakeholders in the decision are in some way represented
among decision-makers. However, there may have been
good ethical reasons, such as confidentiality or potential
conflicts of interest, why representatives of particular
groups could not have been directly involved in this
decision. However, the opportunity to have an effect on
the decision could certainly have been ensured through
proper consultation.

8. Has any consultation been genuine, and clear and
honest in terms of its role and the expectations of
those consulted?

In this case, there was consultation on the form that

the new organisation would take which, according to

the contributor, ‘felt genuine’. However, there was

apparently no consultation on the process for recruiting
to the new board. While this may have been a deliberate
decision with an ethical justification given, in purely
pragmatic terms it does seem that some consultation
would have been useful, particularly in view of the issues
that later arose.

If the SHA had sought to consult on the specific issue of
forming the new board, it would have been important to
be clear about what the role of this consultation was, i.e.
how this data would have fed into the final decision, and
to communicate this to those consulted.




9. Is the process set up in a way that is genuinely
conducive to challenge and debate?
Again, we do not know exactly what form the decision-
making process took, and therefore whether it was open
and encouraging of challenge and debate. However,
again, the fact that issues with the process were only
raised after the fact, with unfortunate consequences for
all concerned, illustrates the importance of ensuring that
challenge is not only possible but encouraged at the time
of the decision being made.

10.Have you fully considered the relevant guidance,
regulations and legislation?

Clearly relevant considerations here include employment
law, and the policies of the organisation with regard to
equitable recruitment practices. However, since the
decision is of a unique kind, the guidance will not provide
a complete answer; what is fair, equitable, open and
transparent in this case will require individual judgement.

11.Have you set up systems and measures to know if
you have delivered and not simply implemented?
There appears to have been inconsistency in the way
the decision was made, which is perhaps why there was
also apparent inconsistency in the way outcomes were
communicated: people were told that they would not be
able to apply for roles without being told why this was.

On the question of delivery, it is perhaps useful to think
more abstractly about decisions of this kind, rather than
focusing on this particular case. Thinking back to the
aims of the decision as discussed under ltem 1 gives a
basis for assessing delivery of the decision after the fact:

m Did the process represent value for money
for taxpayers?

m Did the process comply with law and regulations?
m Was the process equitable, fair, transparent, etc.?
m Did we get the best people for each role?

Each of these questions could usefully be included in a
review of this kind of process by the decision-making team.

Summary/conclusions:

As with the first case study, the aim here was not to
criticise the organisation that made this decision, but to
show how consideration of the items in the checklist can
improve ethical decision-making effectiveness. Ultimately,
however, it should be noted that, according to our
contributor, the consequence of this decision being taken
and implemented in this way was ‘a deterioration in the
trust in which the organisation was held, by employees,
patients and the public at large’.

Unlike the first case, this case has had clear
consequences which, it is probably fair to say, the
organisation would have liked to avoid. What the above
discussion hopefully shows is the importance of thinking
these issues through thoroughly at the time of the decision
being made in order to avoid these consequences.
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4. Evidence from the interviews:
decision-making content

4.1 Data and values

As has already been noted, the distinction between

data and values is a key one in ethical decision-making.
We found that many interviewees were extremely fluent
in discussing data and evidence as a basis for decisions.
However, they were less aware of the need for judgement
on value questions, often ignoring this aspect of decision-
making when asked what general considerations fed

into decisions:

“I would have said most decisions have to be data
driven.... You start to look at those services... that aren’t
addressing your major health needs, that are [raising]
questions about whether they’re good value for money,
that are not clearly giving you the outcomes that you’re
expecting. And | think then you start to collate almost

a hierarchical list of what those services are.” (Chief
Operating Officer)

To be clear, empirical considerations such as those
alluded to in the above quotation are of course very
important, and the focus on these is not evidence

that value considerations were ignored. However, it is
striking that in this and many of the other interviews,

the interviewee only addressed value questions such

as ‘is it fair?’ or ‘is it in the public interest? when pressed
by the interviewer.1©

In some cases, it is possible that too much of an emphasis
on evidence over judgement can have a distorting effect
on decisions. This was shown clearly in the discussion

of Quality Accounts, where there was occasionally a
suggestion that something’s not being measurable might
lead to its not being addressed as a priority:

“Certain things that perhaps the stakeholders want us
to look at we... didn't have ways to measure. There’s no
point having a priority you can’t measure because you
don’t know what your progress is. So that filtered some
of the priorities out.” (Chief Medical Officer)

This interviewee was quick to point out that something’s
not being a priority in Quality Accounts did not mean

that it was being ignored by the trust. However, it is worth
noting that the relative measurability of a phenomenon

is not necessarily correlated with its importance, and

that inclusion of particular objectives as “priorities” in
documents such as Quality Accounts must inevitably have
some effect on their relative salience in decision-making.

Table 2 shows four particular kinds of decision on
which we focused in the research, giving for each some
examples (not an exhaustive list) of data and value
considerations that feed into the decision overall.

10 1t should be noted also that data itself can be ethically loaded. Even direct observations can serve a particular ideological
viewpoint if they are “framed” in a particular way. Great care should therefore be taken in the interpretation of data.



Table 2: Data and value considerations in ethical decisions

Addressing inequities in access to healthcare

Data considerations

What is the current availability of
services?

What is the relative take-up of services
between different groups?

What factors explain low take-up among
particular groups?

Value considerations
What is the operative interpretation of equity/fairness/justice?

What interventions are justified in order to drive up take-up?
What is the relative importance of equitable take-up compared to other ways

in which resources might be used?
What are the (role or liability) responsibilities of the trust? Of individuals?

Completing Quality Accounts

Data considerations

What is the data on quality of services
within the trust?

Have the objectives from the previous
account been met?

Value considerations

Is the information presented an honest representation of the state of affairs in
the trust?

Where information is left out, are the reasons for this openly communicated?
Are the objectives sufficiently challenging?
What are the (role or liability) responsibilities of the trust? Of individuals?

Decommissioning/discontinuing services

Data considerations

What is the cost of the service?

Is the service sustainable?

Is the service meeting its objectives?

Is the service meeting a minority need?

Are alternative providers available?

Value considerations

What would represent value for money in provision of the service?

Does the trust have a (role) responsibility to ensure provision of the service?
What responsibilities does the trust have in respect of service users?

What responsibilities does the trust have to the commissioner?

Would decommissioning/discontinuing the service be in the public interest?

Covering staff shortages

Data considerations
What skills and abilities are required?

What skills and abilities are available
among remaining staff?

What is the availability of staff to cover
shortages, through various channels?

Value considerations
Are demands placed on staff fair and reasonable?

Is there a responsibility to consider the development of those asked to cover
shortages?

Is communication with staff open and honest?

These four areas are presented as examples to illustrate discussing an ethical issue must be aware of differences
the content of particular decisions in terms of data and in their understanding of the relevant ethical terms, and
value considerations. The exercise of distinguishing these seek to resolve those differences. The ethical models that
aspects of a given decision is an important first step in we employ, whether consciously or unconsciously, have

improving ethical decision-making.

4.2 Defining ethical concepts

a profound effect on the way we make decisions. In the
interviews, we looked for evidence of the models people
were employing, of the extent to which the interviewees had

Having separated data from values, it is important to work a shared understanding of concepts, and for evidence that
towards clear and unambiguous use of ethical concepts. trusts had taken steps to foster such an understanding.
To avoid speaking at cross-purposes, two people who are
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In the next two sections, we examine the two sets of
ethical concepts we identified in the introduction as being
particularly relevant to NHS trusts. The first sub-section
of each section sets out some theoretical perspectives

on these concepts. The next sub-section illustrates by
means of examples how the concepts might be applied

in practice in trusts. The final sub-section discusses the
extent to which we found a shared understanding of the
concepts among interviewees, and identifies some ethical
models that interviewees appeared to be employing.

As noted in the introduction, the particular ethical
concepts discussed in this chapter are likely to be of
relevance to a lot of decisions made within NHS trusts.
The specific discussion in this chapter will therefore
hopefully be helpful to trusts. However, there will
inevitably be many ethical concepts (e.g. integrity,
confidentiality, objectivity, accountability, environmental
and social responsibility) which are not covered here.
The intention is also, therefore, that the general approach
taken in this chapter should be taken as a template for
discussion of other issues with ethical elements.

4.3 Equity, equality, justice

4.3.1 Meaning

The NHS’s core principles state that (1) “‘the NHS
provides a comprehensive service, available to all
irrespective of gender, race, disability, age, sexual
orientation, religion or belief””, that (2) ““access to NHS
services is based on clinical need, not an individual’s
ability to pay”” and that (6) “‘the NHS is committed to
providing best value for taxpayers’ money and the most

”

effective, fair and sustainable use of finite resources™’.

These principles do not entail that absolute equality (of
whatever kind) should be achieved. However, the latter
principle in particular does suggest that equality is an
ideal towards which the NHS should be working.

Equality can be interpreted in several different ways in

this context. Trusts will need to decide whether they are

trying to achieve:

m Equality of outcome (levels of health across
socio-economic groups).

m Equality of take-up of services (so other factors beyond
the scope of trusts’ responsibility may affect outcomes).

m Equality of availability of services (so other factors
beyond the scope of trusts’ responsibility may affect
both take-up and outcome).

11 Rawls, 1971
12 Daniels and Sabin, 1997, 2002, 2008

Equality of outcome may look like the most desirable goal
here. Realistically, however, some inequalities between
groups may be such that it would be impossible to get
close to eliminating them through the means at trusts’
disposal. Moreover, it may be undesirable to seek health
equality at all costs, for example if achieving this would
infringe on patient autonomy: patients cannot be coerced
into accepting treatment even if clinicians judge the
treatment to be in the patients’ interests.

The third option is perhaps the most realistic, since
there will always be other factors to contend with that
trusts cannot hope to eliminate. However, what counts

as availability? Is it enough that services are theoretically
available, though some people may not be aware of them,
or may be reluctant to take advantage of them for various
reasons (religious beliefs, cultural factors, etc.)? Many
would think that trusts have a duty to communicate the
availability of services to their constituency, and perhaps
to encourage their take-up. But how far does such a duty
extend? Cost is a factor here: extensive schemes aimed
at educating people about the health services available
to them may be extremely expensive for the results they
achieve, thus potentially reducing the availability of
services overall. In that case the issue becomes a trade-
off between equality of availability and quality of provision,
and trusts will need to choose between these two values.
This is a particularly stark example of potential tension
between values, since Principle 6 enjoins seeking both
the most fair and the most effective use of resources

— two superlatives that might (depending on how the
concepts are interpreted) turn out to be as incompatible
as an unstoppable force and an immovable object.

A prominent line of argument in favour of universal
access to some forms of health care appeals to general
principles of equality of opportunity. John Rawls puts
forward such a principle in the Theory of Justice!!, and
Norman Daniels and James E. Sabin'? have built on this
to argue for universal access to healthcare as a
requirement of justice.

Beyond universal access, there are the questions of whether,
in order to be just, access has to be distributed equally or
equitably, and of what this would entail in practice.

Distributive justice

The type of justice perhaps of most interest to the NHS is
distributive justice. Though this might seem prima facie

to imply equality, there are in fact several approaches to
distributive justice to be found in the philosophical literature,
only one of which takes equality to be the main requirement.



According to the Equality View, it is bad if some people
are worse off than others, in respect of some given

metric or currency of goods (in this case, either health, or
availability or uptake of healthcare services).

One criticism that has been made of this view is that it
makes a fetish of equality. According to this “fetishism
objection”!3, it is not the relations between people’s

lives that are important, but the actual content of those
lives. The Equality View seems to imply that inequalities
among the well-off should be as much of a concern as
inequalities between the well-off and the poor and needy,
as long as the level of inequality is the same.

A second objection is the Levelling Down Objection, which
points out that inequality could be combated by simply
reducing the well-off to the level of the poorly-off, an
approach which would benefit no-one in material terms. In
the context of the NHS, imagine that a primary care trust
sought to eliminate health inequalities by simply removing
health services from advantaged groups, until they were
driven down to the level of health of the disadvantaged,
without also increasing access among the disadvantaged.

These objections and others have motivated two recent
alternative candidates for an account of distributive
justice: the Priority View and the Sufficiency View. Derek
Parfitt offers this description of the Priority View:

“[OIn the Priority View, benefits to the worse off matter
more, but that is only because these people are at a lower
absolute level. It is irrelevant that these people are worse
off than others. Benefits to them would matter just as
much even if there were no others who were worse off.”*

The Sufficiency View has been proposed by Harry
Frankfurt!s. According to this view, what matters is that
everyone should be guaranteed a certain ‘sufficient’

level of goods. Beyond this level, inequalities cease to

be important. This view can be seen as related to the
concept of rights. It may be believed that each individual
has a right to a certain standard of care. Above this level,
inequalities might not be considered to be important. This
would still justify directing large amounts of resource at
the worst off in society, as long as it is considered that the
standard of care currently experienced by these people
falls below the minimum sufficient level, or the level to
which those people have a right.

While NHS trusts will be explicitly committed to equality or
equity as a goal (often through their mission statements,
and always as parts of the larger NHS), NHS leaders may
wish to consider the force of the above considerations.
Firstly, is it the case that any inequality of an equal size

13 E.g. Crisp 2003
14 Parfitt, p13.

15 Frankfurt, 1987.
16 Daniels, 2008

is equally important, whether or not those on the losing
side can be considered, in absolute terms, to be deprived
or poor? Secondly, would it ever be a justifiable approach
to combating inequality to reduce the level of the better-
off without also raising the level of the worse-off? Finally,
is it the case that trusts should be s